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Why context and completeness
2
What are we talking about
when we’re talking about context?
Relationships 
within and among 
collections, items, external resources, etc.
Implemented in different ways in different collections
With different implications for use
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Relationships in digital collections obtain between:
item : item 
item : collection
collection : collection
item : derivatives 
etc.
What are we talking about
when we’re talking about context?
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How context plays out in collections
item : item 
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How context plays out in collections
collection : collection
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How context plays out in collections
item : derivative 
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How context plays out in collections
item : interpretation / story / analysis / use 
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How context plays out in collections
• Content
• What’s there? How and why was it gathered? 
• Data models underlying resource representation 
• Navigation
• Internal and external hyperlinking 





How much context is enough?
It depends on what you’re trying to accomplish
E.g., do you need to add contextual
scaffolding for different user
groups?









-based on Svenonius (2000)
Boils down to: Discovery and Access
13





Serving as collaborative hubs
Gathering new, original evidence
Publishing
Experimenting with new methods
Etc.
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What is your digital collection striving toward?
What is its logic or ideal of completeness?
This collection would be complete, someday, if…?
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A key concept 




“Collections built on a contextual mass model create a system of
interrelated sources where different types of materials and different
subjects work together to support deep and multifaceted inquiry in an
area of research” –Palmer, 2004
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Contextual mass
• Responsive to what we know about how researchers work
• Prioritizing interrelationship among items / collections / etc. over
critical mass
Contextual mass “is more imperative than ever in the development of
digital library collections” as it reflects an active user-orientation to
development -Green and Courtney, 2014
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Contextual mass in collections and aggregations:
• Content
• Balancing thematic cohesion with diversity of sources 
• Purposive and self-aware collection development toward completeness
• Architecture and design
• Abundance of (opportunities for) interrelationship within and beyond collection
• Platforms for active user participation in forging connections  
• Retention of layers of context (original collection, sub-collections, etc.)
• Added features 
• Secondary information 
• Interpretive affordances 
• Analytical tools 
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Contextual mass varies
• Optimizing context for different user groups,
different collection objectives
• E.g., context for learners will look very different from context for 
scholars or expert researchers
• But a collection can offer a flexible or dynamic architecture and rich 
item representations to support both
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Hallmarks of contextual mass for learning and teaching
• Fixed hierarchies or paths of movement
• Defined around broad subjects
• Limited narrative explication often without explicit authorship
• Little documentation of the provenance, completeness of sub-collections
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Contextual mass for learning and teaching
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Hallmarks of contextual mass for learning and teaching
Limited narrative explication (often without explicit authorship)
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Hallmarks of contextual mass for learning and teaching
Little documentation of provenance and scope of sub-collections
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Hallmarks of contextual mass for research
• Multiple points of access to items, collections
• Multiple ways of accessing, obtaining, using data / sources / evidence
• Multiple ways in, through, out, among 
• Links to external resources, collections, datasets  
• Collection presentation dynamically adapts to users
• Collection supports interaction and contribution
• Analytic and interpretive features
• Thorough documentation of provenance and completeness of collections, sub-collections, and 
underlying data
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Hallmarks of contextual mass for research
Links to external resources, collections, datasets
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Hallmarks of contextual mass for research
Collection presentation dynamically adapts to users 
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Knowledge card search tool 
dynamically generated by user 
query
(mockup documented in 
Fenlon, et al., 2018) 
Alternate or dynamic representations 
and views of items, collections
Hallmarks of contextual mass for research
Collection supports interaction and contribution
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Emblem annotation 
(example from Cole, et al., 2012) 
Hallmarks of contextual mass for research
Balances research platform with interpretation and analysis
33
What Palmer (2004) terms “Scholarly contribution” and “Activity support”, 
Scholarly narratives, interactive visualizations, and functionalities 
which support user activities while also constituting expert, interpretive or analytic takes on the collection
Hallmarks of contextual mass for research
Thorough documentation of provenance and completeness 
of collections, sub-collections, underlying data
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Context and Completeness
• What logic or ideal of 
completeness are we striving 
toward?
• What would contextual mass 
look like 
• for this collection?
• for different user groups? 
Recalling the objectives of digital 
collections…
• Discovery and access
• Making social change
• Recovering stories 
• Serving as collaborative hubs
• Gathering new, original evidence
• Publishing
• Experimenting with new methods
• Etc.
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